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The first and historic United Nations Food Systems Summit (UNFSS) 2021 which was held in September this 

year, concluded after an intense ‘bottom-up’ process conceived in 2019 by UN Secretary-General António Guterres to 

find solutions and ‘catalyse momentum’ to transform the way the world produces, consumes, and thinks about food and 

help address rising hunger. 

In terms of larger goals, the food system transformation is considered essential in achieving the sustainable 

development agenda 2030. This makes strong sense as 11 Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) out of 17 are directly 

related to the food system. 

The summit involved several activities before the run-up to the meeting of the Head of States on September 23. 

While the dialogues on the five tracks identified have been under way for the past 18 months, the world has seen the 

fragility and vulnerability of food systems, highlighted by the disruptive impact of the COVID-19 pandemic that is 

projected to double the global hunger figure. 

Why the Food Systems Summit and what is the expectation from its outcome? Global food systems — the 

networks that are needed to produce and transform food, and ensure it reaches consumers, or the paths that food 

travels from production to plate — are in a state of crisis in many countries affecting the poor and the vulnerable. The 

flaws in food systems affect us all, but most of all they are affecting 811 million people in the world who go to bed 

hungry each night. 

The summit created a mechanism for serious debates involving UN member states, civil society, non-

governmental organisations, academics, researchers, individuals, and the private sector, which is to evolve 

transformative themes and ideas for reimagining food systems to enhance satisfaction of all stakeholders including 

future generations. The debate and response focused on five identified action tracks namely: Ensure access to safe and 

nutritious food for all; Shift to sustainable consumption patterns; Boost nature-positive production; Advance equitable 

livelihoods, and Build resilience to vulnerabilities, shocks, and stress. 

The summit provided a historic opportunity to empower all people to leverage the power of food systems to 

drive our recovery from the COVID-19 pandemic and get us back on track to achieve all 17 SDGs by 2030. 

The Statement of Action emerging from the summit offers a concise set of ambitious, high-level principles and 

areas for action to support the global call to “Build back better” after the COVID-19 pandemic. 

India constituted an inter-departmental group under the Chairmanship of one of us , with representatives from 

the Ministries of Agriculture and Farmers’ Welfare, Rural Development, and others. Delhi-based U.N. agencies namely 

the Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO), the World Food Programme (WFP), and the International Fund for 

Agricultural Development (IFAD) were also actively involved in the dialogue process. The group conducted national 

dialogues with various stakeholders of agri-food systems to explore national pathways towards creating sustainable and 

equitable food systems in India. Several individuals and civil society organisations contributed ideas to the portal which 

was created for this purpose. 

 

Helping the developing world 

There are lessons from India’s tryst with food insecurity. Several themes that have emerged in the discussions 

and dialogues leading up to the summit find resonance with India’s past and ongoing journey towards creating and 

improving food and livelihood security. The long journey from chronic food shortage to surplus food producer offers 

several interesting lessons for other developing countries in Asia, Africa, and Latin America in the area of land reforms, 

public investments, institutional infrastructure, new regulatory systems, public support, and intervention in agri markets 

and prices and agri research and extension. 

The period between 1991 to 2015, saw the diversification of agriculture beyond field crops and brought greater 

focus on the horticulture, dairy, animal husbandry, and fishery sectors. The learnings encompassed elements of 

nutritional health, food safety and standards, sustainability, deployment of space technology, and the like. 

 

Safety nets, challenges 

One of India's greatest contributions to equity in food is its National Food Security Act 2013 that anchors the 

Targeted Public Distribution System (TPDS), the Mid-Day meals (MDM), and the Integrated Child Development Services 

(ICDS). Today, India’s food safety nets collectively reach over a billion people. 

Food safety nets and inclusion are linked with public procurement and buffer stock policy. This was visible 

during the global food crises 2008-2012 and more recently during the COVID-19 pandemic fallout, whereby vulnerable 

and marginalised families in India continued to be buffered against the food crisis by its robust TPDS and buffer stock of 

food grains. 
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A look at the challenges and the way forward towards 2050. Climate change and unsustainable use of land and 

water resources are the most formidable challenges food systems face today. The latest Intergovernmental Panel on 

Climate Change (IPCC) report has set the alarm bells ringing, highlighting the urgency to act now. 

Dietary diversity, nutrition, and related health outcomes are another area of concern as a focus on rice and 

wheat has created nutritional challenges of its own. India has taken a bold decision to fortify rice supplied through the 

Public Distribution System with iron. Agricultural research institutes are about to release varieties of many crops having 

much higher nutrition as a long-term solution for undernutrition and malnutrition. 

 

Surplus and low nutrition 

It is ironic that despite being a net exporter and food surplus country at the aggregate level, India has a 50% 

higher prevalence of undernutrition compared to the world average. But the proportion of the undernourished 

population declined from 21.6% during 2004-06 to 15.4% during 2018-20. The high prevalence of undernutrition in the 

country does not seem to be due to food shortage or the low availability of food. The Government of India and States are 

seriously concerned about this paradoxical situation of being food surplus and at the same time, having 15% of the 

population undernourished. They are trying to address other possible reasons for low nutrition through several 

nutritional interventions. As announced recently, the supply of fortified rice in PDS and Poshan Abhiyan are the two 

steps among many to address the challenge of undernutrition and malnutrition. 

Reducing food wastage or loss of food is a mammoth challenge and is linked to the efficiency of the food supply 

chain. Food wastage in India exceeds ₹1-lakh crore. 

Why the world must eliminate hunger is the next point. An alarming escalation in global hunger is unfolding, 

with the ‘dramatic worsening’ of world hunger in 2020, much of it likely related to the fallout of COVID-19. While the 

pandemic’s impact has yet to be fully mapped, ‘The State of Food Security and Nutrition in the World’ report, estimates 

that around a tenth of the global population was undernourished last year. 

It is important to reiterate that hunger and food insecurity are key drivers of conflict and instability across the 

world. ‘Food is peace’, is a catchphrase often used to highlight how hunger and conflict feed on each other. The Nobel 

Peace Prize 2020 conferred on the United Nations WFP highlighted the importance of addressing hunger to prevent 

conflicts and create stability. The citation communiqué articulated this well by quoting the line: “Until the day we have a 

medical vaccine, food is the best vaccine against chaos.” 

 

For equity, sustainability 

We are on the cusp of a transformation to make the world free of hunger by 2030 and deliver promises for 

SDGs, with strong cooperation and partnership between governments, citizens, civil society organisations, and the 

private sector. We must collaborate to invest, innovate, and create lasting solutions in sustainable agriculture 

contribution to equitable livelihood, food security, and nutrition. India has so much to offer from its successes, and 

learning also, to prepare itself for the next 20 to 30 years. This surely requires reimagining the food system towards the 

goal of balancing growth and sustainability, mitigating climate change, ensuring healthy, safe, quality, and affordable 

food, maintaining biodiversity, improving resilience, and offering an attractive income and work environment to 

smallholders and youth. Achieving the goal of “Advancing equitable livelihood” requires that the food systems 

transformation is anchored around small- and medium-scale production, family farmers, indigenous peoples, women, 

and workers in food value chains. 

 

 United Nations Food Systems Summit (UNFSS) (noun) 

– Under the leadership of UN Secretary-General 

António Guterres, the UN Food Systems Summit 

(UNFSS), held during the UN General Assembly in New 

York on September 23,  2021. It will serve as a historic 

opportunity to empower all people to leverage the 

power of food systems to drive our recovery from the 

COVID-19 pandemic and get us back on track to 

achieve all 17 Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) 

by 2030. 

 bottom-up approach (noun) – In bottom up approach, 

we solve smaller problems and integrate it as whole 

and complete the solution. In the top-down approach, 

we focus on breaking up the problem into smaller 

parts. 

 conceive (verb) – think up, come up with devise, 

form/create, formulate, develop. 

 catalyse (verb) – to cause/accelerate some 

action/process. 

 address (verb) – tackle, deal with, attend to, try to 

sort out. 

 in terms of (phrase) – with regard to, 

regarding/concerning, in connection with. 

 sustainable (adjective) – reasonable, sensible, well-

founded (without disturbing the balance of nature and 

then without exhausting all of the natural resources). 
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 make sense (phrase) – be accepted, be convincing, 

hold up, prove true. 

 Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) (noun) – The 

sustainable development goals (SDGs) are a new, 

universal set of goals, targets, and indicators that UN 

member states will be expected to use to frame their 

agendas and political policies over the next 15 years. 

 summit (noun) – meeting, conference, conclave. 

 run-up to (noun) – a period of time just before an 

important event. 

 under way (phrase) – in progress, happening, 

occurring, taking place. 

 fragility (noun) – vulnerability, riskiness, unreliability. 

 project (verb) – forecast, predict, estimate, calculate, 

reckon, expect. 

 the vulnerable (noun) – a weak/neglected person who 

is in need of special care/support. 

 flaw (noun) – defect, fault, imperfection/weakness. 

 academic (noun) – scholar, educator, fellow, thinker. 

 evolve (verb) – alter, change, transform gradually; 

develop, progress, advance gradually. 

 transformative (adjective) – life-changing, forward-

thinking, progressive. 

 stakeholder (noun) – a person with an interest in 

something. 

 namely (adverb) – specifically, that is, that is to say. 

 Boost nature-positive production (noun) – Nature-

positive food production is about rethinking how we 

evaluate and then transform food systems to 

incentivize a shift away from these often-hidden 

negative impacts and promote food systems that 

provide hidden positive benefits. (Intensive agriculture 

has environmental and economic downsides. These 

include nutrient pollution from fertilizer run-off, 

increased risks of animal and human disease spread, 

biodiversity loss due to monoculture and the removal 

of trees and hedgerows, soil degradation, and 

greenhouse gas emissions). 

 advance (verb) – promote, facilitate, boost, improve, 

foster, encourage, support. 

 resilience (noun) – the ability to bounce back quickly 

from difficulties; strength of character, strength, 

toughness. 

 shock (noun) – disturbance causing 

volatility/uncertainty in an economy. 

 stress (noun) – strain, pressure, tension, worry, 

anxiety. 

 empower (verb) – enable, authorize, allow, give the 

power to. 

 leverage (verb) – use or utilize something to maximum 

advantage. 

 get back on track (phrase) – to return to the right 

direction (after a problem). 

 concise (adjective) – succinct, short & sweet, brief, to 

the point. 

 ambitious (adjective) – formidable, challenging, 

demanding. 

 call (noun) – demand, need, request; requirement, 

necessity. 

 Build back better (BBB) (noun) – a strategy aimed at 

reducing the risk to the people of nations and 

communities in the wake of future disasters and 

shocks. 

 inter- (prefix) – between. 

 Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) (noun) – a 

specialized agency of the United Nations that leads 

international efforts to defeat hunger and improve 

nutrition and food security. Its Latin motto, fiat panis, 

translates to “let there be bread”. It was founded in 

October 1945. 

 World Food Programme (WFP) (noun) – it is the food-

assistance branch of the United Nations and the 

world’s largest humanitarian organization focused on 

hunger and food security. Founded in 1961, it is 

headquartered in Rome. It is the leading humanitarian 

organization saving lives and changing lives, delivering 

food assistance in emergencies and working with 

communities to improve nutrition and build resilience. 

 International Fund for Agricultural Development 

(IFAD) (noun) – The International Fund for Agricultural 

Development (IFAD) is an international financial 

institution and a specialized agency of the United 

Nations dedicated to eradicating poverty and hunger 

in rural areas of developing countries. 

 tryst (noun) – (romantic) session, meeting, 

engagement. 

 food insecurity (noun) – the disruption of food intake 

or eating patterns because of lack of money and other 

resources.  

 lead up to (phrasal verb) – precede, come/go before, 

pave the way for; be the cause/reason of something. 

 resonance (noun) – reverberation, continuing effect, 

repercussion, ramification. 

 food security (noun) – food security is a situation that 

exists when all people, at all times, have physical,  

social and economic access to sufficient, safe and 

nutritious food that meets their dietary needs and 

food preferences for an active and healthy life. 

 chronic (adjective) – persistent, long-standing, long-

term. 

 intervention (noun) – the process of intervening in 

something; involvement, interference. 

 diversification (noun) – the process of 

diversifying/varying something. 

 crop (noun) – a plant that is grown in large quantities. 

 horticulture (noun) – gardening, cultivation of plants, 

agriculture. 

 dairy (adjective) – relating to the products made from 

milk. 
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 Animal Husbandry (noun) – the branch of agriculture 

concerned with the rearing (breed/raise) and care of 

animals that are raised for food, fibre or other 

purposes of benefit to humans. 

 fishery (noun) – areas of the sea where fish are caught 

in large quantities for commercial purposes. 

 encompass (verb) – include, incorporate, comprise, 

take in. 

 sustainability (noun) – stability, reliability, longevity, 

constancy. 

 and the like (phrase) – etc., and similar things; et 

cetera. 

 deployment (noun) – the bringing of resources into 

effective action. 

 safety net (noun) – something which gives protection 

against misfortune or difficulty. 

 Integrated Child Development Services (ICDS) (noun) 

– a government programme/scheme in India which 

provides food, preschool education, primary 

healthcare, immunization, health check-up and 

referral services to children under 6 years of age and 

their mothers. 

 collectively (adverb) – as a whole. 

 inclusion (noun) – a person who is included within a 

whole (group/society). 

 procurement (noun) – the action of 

procuring/purchasing/buying something. 

 buffer stock (noun) – a large supply of a commodity 

stored (as reserve/extra) by the government for the 

purposes of stabilizing prices in an entire economy. 

 food crisis (noun) – it occurs when rates of hunger and 

malnutrition rise sharply at local, national, or global 

levels. 

 fallout (noun) – adverse results/consequence; after-

effects, repercussions. 

 whereby (relative adverb) – by which. 

 marginalised (adjective) – treated as insignificant, 

treated as unimportant, neglected. 

 buffer (verb) – lessen, diminish, moderate, mitigate. 

 robust (adjective) – strong, powerful. 

 the way forward (phrase) – something (a plan/action) 

that leads to success in the future. 

 climate change (noun) – a long-term change in the 

Earth’s climate, or of a region on Earth (Courtesy: 

NASA). 

 unsustainable (adjective) – undefendable, 

unjustifiable, unacceptable, illogical, irrational. 

 formidable (adjective) – strong & powerful; 

demanding, challenging, exacting. 

 set alarm bells ringing (phrase) – make someone feel 

worried about something. 

 dietary diversity (noun) – It is defined as the number 

of different foods or food groups consumed over a 

given reference period. It is a strong predictor of 

micronutrient adequacy and overall diet quality. 

(Courtesy: IFPRI, Washington). 

 nutrition (noun) – the process in which necessary food 

is received/obtained by the living things to grow and 

be healthy. 

 fortify (verb) – strengthen, reinforce, bolster. 

 malnutrition (noun) – undernourishment, 

undernutrition, poor/unhealthy/inadequate diet. 

 ironic (adjective) – strange, unexpected, odd, 

paradoxical. 

 aggregate (noun) – total, combined, complete, full, 

comprehensive. 

 proportion (noun) – part, portion, section, ratio. 

 undernourished (adjective) – not having enough 

nutrients/food essential for good health; lean; slim. 

 paradoxical (adjective) – contradictory, anomalous, 

conflicting. 

 POSHAN Abhiyaan (or) National Nutrition Mission 

(noun) – Government of India’s flagship programme to 

improve nutritional outcomes for children, pregnant 

women and lactating mothers. 

 dramatic (adjective) – considerable, substantial, 

appreciable, significant. 

 worsening (adjective) – deteriorating, aggravating, 

compounding, intensifying. 

 map (verb) – survey. 

 reiterate (verb) – repeat, say again, restate. 

 driver (noun) – motivating force/factor. 

 catchphrase (noun) – saying, motto, quote, slogan. 

 feed on (phrasal verb) – exist on, subsist on, rely on, 

depend on, thrive on. 

 citation (noun) – award, accolade, prize, recognition. 

 communique (noun) – official communication, press 

release, bulletin. 

 articulate (verb) – express, pronounce, state, point 

out. 

 vaccine (noun) – a biological preparation that 

improves immunity to a particular disease. 

 chaos (noun) – disorder, disarray, turmoil, 

disorganization, disruption. 

 equity (noun) – fairness, justness, neutrality, 

impartiality, egalitarianism. 

 on the cusp of (phrase) – a point where something will 

change from one state to another. 

 lasting (adjective) – long-lasting, long-term, 

permanent. 

 mitigate (verb) – reduce, lessen, decrease. 

 biodiversity (noun) – the existence of a number and 

variety of species (plants & animals) in a particular 

geographic region/environment. 

 anchor (verb) – secure firmly; implant, embed. 

 indigenous (adjective) – native, original. 
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